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Through a mix of interviews and vérité vignettes, The Long Return
follows principals, teachers and students at two New York City
schools as they navigate the challenges of reopening for a new
school year in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic.

Synopsis
When COVID-19 hit New York in March 2020, the city’s 1,800 public schools were forced to make a sudden pivot
to remote instruction. The scramble to transition 1.1 million students to online learning brought unprecedented
challenges for principals, teachers, students and families, leaving everyone eager for a return to “normal.”
For schools in low-income neighborhoods, and those serving students with disabilities, this disruption has been
especially difficult. But as the months passed, it became clear that the pandemic was not ending anytime soon.
Without clear guidance from the city, schools grappled with the uncertainty of how to safely reopen, and
whether they even should. Despite union protests and nearly half of the district's families opting for remoteonly learning, the city pushed forward with their plan to reopen.
Keva Pitts-Girard, principal at P.S. 284 in Brooklyn, is ready to tackle this year's challenges, but is concerned
about how to keep students engaged. Her Kindergarten teacher, Rita Carvajal is struggling to plan instruction
when she only sees her students twice a week. And fourth-grader Aminah, normally a bright and engaged
student, is struggling to stay focused at home.
At the Lorge School, a school for students with disabilities, Principal Edwin Alexander made the decision to start
the school year fully-remote. His 96 students are all learning from home and he is concerned about how the
school's high-touch model will translate to the remote setting. His middle-school teacher, Helene Fitzpatrick is
working twice as much to keep students engaged. Her student Timothy was initially doing better in the remote
setting, without the distraction of peers, but now new challenges are arising.
And as schools approach the end of the first quarter, a surge in positive cases threatens another shutdown. The
Long Return follows principals, teachers and students at two New York City schools as they navigate the
challenges of reopening in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic. Did we make the right choices and what
lasting impact will this experience have on education?
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Treatment
As the film opens, we hear archival news clips about the rapidly spreading coronavirus. Just weeks after the first cases arrive in New
York City, the mayor closes the city's schools and we see scenes of empty classrooms left untouched since March. In a classroom where
chairs are stacked on top of desks, the lights go out and the title comes up: THE LONG RETURN.
As the next scene opens, we see P.S. 284 principal Keva Pitts-Girard working at her desk. "This summer has been unlike any other," she
says. As she describes the scramble to transition to remote learning this spring, as well as the lingering uncertainty about the fall, we
see her working with colleagues over Google Meets—the only way to connect this summer. We see scenes of stacked boxes, PPE
supplies, engineers inspecting ventilation and classrooms frozen in time and Keva tell us, "I don't think schools are ready to open."
We cut to a scene of union protestors demanding carrying signs and marching in downtown Brooklyn. They are demanding that the
Department of Education delay the start of school as COVID cases are rising in several zip codes across the city. Through archival news
clips, we learn the city as given in to these demands and then we see Keva speaking with her staff about the news. They are grateful for
the extra time, but disappointed they must wait to see their students.
At the Lorge School, principal Edwin Alexander explains his school's scramble to deliver laptops to students this spring. We see him in a
planning meeting with staff and on a Google Meet with some students and we learn his school has decided to start the year fullyremote so they are already up and running. Despite the challenges remote learning poses for the school's 96 special education
students, Edwin says, "I know I made the right decision."
Back at P.S. 284, we meet kindergarten teacher Rita Carvajal, as she struggles to adjust her first-week lesson plans when the city issues
yet another delay to the start of school. The tension builds on a Friday afternoon as she and a colleague collaborate on a reading lesson
and Rita finally says, "It's never going to work."
In the next scene, it is Monday morning and Rita's classroom is filled with the warm glow of morning sunlight. Rita is seated at student's
desk anxiously awaiting the start of her first remote lesson. But no one shows up. "I was afraid this would happen," said Rita. This
should have been her first day of in-person teaching, but the second delay of school created more confusion for parents and Rita
worries this will be an issue all year long. She waits a little longer and then starts to call parents.
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In a cozy, bright Yonkers apartment, we see Lorge middle school teacher Helene Fitzpatrick frantically getting ready for her first
remote lesson of the day. Her desk is cluttered with stacks of books, papers and colorful toys. As she logs into Google Meet and
sees her students, her nerves drain away. As she explains how remote learning has strengthened her relationships with students
and their families, we see her hop from meeting to meeting to support them. One of her students, Timothy, is even doing better in
the remote setting because he has fewer distractions.
Next, we see children in masks standing far apart from one another on the veranda at P.S. 284. Keva has to yell to welcome everyone to
the first day of in-person learning. As students enter, the safety officer takes their temperature and Rita reminds her students to remain six
feet apart. In her classroom, we see Rita only has three students, each sitting far apart from one other, using their own sanitized supplies.
When Rita reads a book, she has to pace the entire room just to show the pictures. "It doesn't feel natural at all," says Rita. Principal Keva
also feels the school's emptiness. "It's eerie," she says.
In the next scene, 8th grader Timothy is making a bowl of cereal and getting ready for his school day. He sits at a desktop computer, next
to his twin brother. Throughout the day, Timothy makes an effort to engage in his remote lessons, but is constantly distracted by his
brother, YouTube and video games. In speech therapy we watch him struggle to spell the word "step" and his attention slowly drifts away.
In another home, 4th grader Aminah sits on the couch in a small, dark apartment with a computer on her lap. She tells us she likes remote
learning because she can stay in her pajamas all day. Not long after her lesson begins, she gets up to get some candy. When she returns,
her attention is divided between her phone and her lesson. Throughout the day, she gets up numerous times to get snacks, play with her
dog or pester her mom, all while her Google Meet lesson continues to play. When she is called on later in class, she doesn't know the
answer. As Aminah's mom describes how her daughter has lost motivation in remote learning we see Aminah's face buried in her phone.
On a Monday morning, one month into school, the main office at P.S. 284 is a flurry of activity. Keva passes out materials for a mandated
assessment while a handful of students straggle in late. Keva works at her desk as she explains that the year is going pretty smoothly, all
things considered. She tells us she would have chosen in-person learning for her own son if it had been an option in her district.
Nonetheless, the year is different. Keva makes rounds to check-in on classes, some of which only have two children. When a preschooler
has a meltdown in the hallway, Keva sits with her. This part of her job has not changed, even though much has. As she wanders back
through the hallways, she wonders how much longer this will last and worries about the long-term impact on students.
With the news that schools will close once again, just as the first quarter draws to a close, the film ends as it began: we see the lights go
out in an empty classroom.
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The Long Return
Work Sample

Cinematic References

AFTER MARIA

AMERICAN PROMISE

NADIA HALLGREN

MICHÈLE STEPHENSON & JOE BREWSTER

Like this short film, The Long Return
blends archival news, vérité scenes and
interviews to chronicle the still unfolding
aftermath of a major event as those
impacted struggle adjust and figure out
what
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School next

Like this epic film, The Long Return
comprises hours of observational
footage and interviews, following two
parallel stories about education over a
(much shorter) period of time.

WAITING FOR SUPERMAN
DAVIS GUGGENHEIM

THE PRISON IN TWELVE
LANDSCAPES

BRETT STORY
Like this (somewhat controversial) 2010
film, The Long Return explores a broader Similar to this 2016 film, The Long Return
educational issue through the intimate,
uses individual vignettes to paint a
personal stories of individual students,
picture of the broader issues and
teachers and schools.
challenges surrounding education during
the coronavirus pandemic.

Director's Statement
When New York City's schools closed in March 2020, the city's 1.1 million students were forced into remote
learning, whether they were ready or not. This seismic shift was felt across the country, but was particularly
disruptive for special education students and for students from under-resourced communities, where schools
provide more than just academics. Just as the virus itself disproportionately impacted Black and Brown lives,
remote learning has magnified existing inequities within New York City's school system.
As a former educator, these issues are close to my heart, as I have watched former students and colleagues
caught in the crosshairs of both the virus itself and the insufficient guidance from city leaders. This film is an
attempt to chronicle an unprecedented school year from the day-to-day experience of the students, teachers
and school leaders who are living it. My goal is to share their stories, while shedding light on the unique and
pressing challenges faced by schools serving low-income and special education communities. The coronavirus
pandemic has forced us to confront inequities like the "digital divide," and will undoubtedly have long-term
impacts on students and education overall.

P.S. 284
Located in Brownsville, Brooklyn, P.S. 284 serves students in
grades 3K to 5. All of its 250 students live in the surrounding
neighborhood and nearly 100% qualify as low-income.
The abrupt transition to remote learning this past spring was a
challenge. Many students did not have internet or devices and
missed out on weeks of learning. Additionally, P.S. 284 is a
Community School that provides wraparound services like
nutrition and basic medical care, most of which was not
available during the shutdown.
P.S. 284 staff worked hard over the summer to prepare for the
new year. The school will be opening with a hybrid model in
which students come to school two days a week.
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P.S. 284

KEVA PITTS-GIRARD

RITA CARVAJAL

AMINAH ABDUL-SHAQUR

PRINCIPAL

KINDERGARTEN TEACHER

4TH GRADE STUDENT

Keva has worked at P.S. 284 for 15 years.
She is a fearless, no-nonsense leader who is
struggling to lead her staff into the new
school year while managing her own son's
remote learnign experience.

Rita is a sweet and spunky teacher in her
third year at P.S. 284. She is a thoughtful
planner who loves working with kids but is
nervous about the challenges of teaching in
a hybrid model.

Aminah is a smart and goofy fourth grader who
learns from school two days a week and
remotely for three. She prefers to learn from
home so she can stay in pajamas, but her mom
is not convinced it is going so well.

THE LORGE
SCHOOL
The Lorge School is a non-public school in Manhattan that serves
students aged 5-21 who have learning disabilities, emotional
disturbances and other health impairments.
The school, which has only 96 students, emphasizes small classes
and close, personal relationships with students and families. Most
students come to Lorge when other public schools are not able to
provide the services they need.
Because students (and staff) come from all five boroughs and bring
unique challenges, the administration opted for a fully-remote start
to the school year.
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THE LORGE SCHOOL

EDWIN ALEXANDER

HELENE FITZPATICK

TIMOTHY MCALLISTER

PRINCIPAL

MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHER

8TH GRADE STUDENT

Edwin is a veteran teacher in his second year
of leadership at Lorge. He loves to joke
around with his staff and students but his
biggest priority is keeping everyone safe.

Helene is a spunky special education teacher
who likes to do things her own way. Despite
her anxious nature, she hopes her close
relationships with students will help her
thrive in the remote teaching model.

Timothy, who has dyslexia and speech
impairments, normally struggles to focus in a
classroom setting. The new remote model
may provide an opportunity to improve his
acadmic skills, if he can stay off video games.

Production Timeline

JUNE - JULY 2020
PRE-PRODUCTION: Planning meetings with school staff

AUGUST 2020
PRODUCTION: Filming remote meetings at P.S. 284 and
early in-person footage at both schools as staff prepared
for the school year.

SEPTEMBER - NOVEMBER 2020
PRODUCTION: Filming in-person footage at P.S. 284 and
in homes of Lorge teachers and students.
POST-PRODUCTION: Assembly and Work Sample

DECEMBER 2020
POST-PRODUCTION: Treatment and Rough Cut

JANUARY 2021
POST-PRODUCTION: Final Cut

Diane Bezucha
STUDENT FILMMAKER

BACKGROUND
As an educator turned multimedia journalist, Diane brings insight
and passion to issues of teaching and learning. She was drawn to
this story about reopening schools because she witnessed former
colleagues and students tackling the the unique challenges of this
unprecedented school year
Diane's previous films include Surviving a Pandemic...in an RV
and The Fixers Collective.

CONTACT
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diane.bezucha@journalism.cuny.edu
www.dianebezucha.com

